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Exploring Divergent Patterns in
Racial Identity Profiles Between
Caribbean Black American and
African American Adolescents:
The Links to Perceived Discrimination
and Psychological Concerns
Delida Sanchez, Keisha L. Bentley-Edwards, J. S. Matthews,
and Teresa Granillo
Using cluster analyses, this study explored the relations among racial identity,
perceived discrimination, and psychological concerns among 189 Caribbean
Black American and African American adolescents. Findings showed that for
all participants, less mature racial identity profiles were significantly related
to perceived discrimination and psychological concerns. However, nuances
in racial identity profiles between Caribbean Black American and African
American participants suggest subtle ethnic group differences in racial identity development. Implications for practitioners and research are discussed.
Keywords: Caribbean adolescents, African American adolescents, racial
identity, discrimination
Usando análisis cluster, este estudio exploró las relaciones entre identidad racial,
discriminación percibida y preocupaciones psicológicas en 189 adolescentes afroamericanos y americanos negros caribeños. Los hallazgos mostraron que, para
todos los participantes, los perfiles de identidad racial menos maduros estaban
significativamente relacionados con una discriminación percibida y preocupaciones
psicológicas. Sin embargo, los matices de los perfiles de identidad racial entre
los participantes afroamericanos y americanos negros caribeños sugieren unas
diferencias sutiles entre ambos grupos étnicos en el desarrollo de la identidad
racial. Se discuten las implicaciones para practicantes e investigadores.
Palabras clave: adolescentes caribeños, adolescentes afroamericanos,
identidad racial, discriminación

A

growing body of empirical research points to the significance of perceived discrimination during adolescence, a time when important
transitions in identity development appear in conjunction with an
increasing cognizance of discrimination (Quintana, 1998). Perceived racial
discrimination—the subjective experience of being treated unfairly relative to
others based on one’s race—is one aspect of racism that has been identified as
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a psychosocial stressor having significant negative mental health consequences
for minority adolescents (Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999). In fact,
the negative mental health outcomes related to perceived discrimination
appears to be greater for Black youth than adults (Lee & Ahn, 2013). The
types of discrimination reported by Black youth include receiving a lower
grade than deserved from teachers, being treated harshly by the police, and
being accused of behaving suspiciously in public spaces (Fisher, Wallace, &
Fenton, 2000). The stress elicited by discriminatory experiences is the proposed mechanism that underlies the link between perceived discrimination
and psychological symptoms (Clark et al., 1999).
Among Black adolescent populations, the relationship between perceived
racial discrimination and mental health has been studied most extensively
in African American adolescents, and research has shown an inverse relation
reflected in low self-esteem (Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003), higher psychological distress (e.g., anxiety and depression; Prelow, Danoff-Burg, Swenson,
& Pulgiano, 2004), substance use (Terrell, Miller, Foster, & Watkins, 2006),
and sexual risk behaviors (Roberts et al., 2012). However, Caribbean Black
American youth have been less studied in previous research on discrimination (Seaton, Caldwell, Sellers, & Jackson, 2008). Preliminary findings have
indicated that more than 60% of Caribbean Black American youth have perceived some type of racial discrimination and that they may be more vulnerable to subsequent negative mental health outcomes than African American
youth (Seaton et al., 2008). For example, Seaton et al. (2008) found the
link between perceived discrimination and depressive symptoms and lower
self-esteem to be stronger for Caribbean Black adolescents compared with
African American adolescents. Given these findings, more research is needed
to identify potential risk factors for vulnerability to the negative effects of
perceived discrimination in Caribbean Black youth.
Further studies examining within-group differences in perceived discrimination experiences among Caribbean Black and African American adolescents are important for understanding potential nuances and differential
patterns in responses to perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes. Ethnicity is important to consider given the historical and cultural
differences between Caribbean Blacks and African Americans (Sanchez,
2013; Seaton et al., 2008), which are expressed via varied racial ideologies
and racial socialization practices (Rogers, 2001). For example, in the Caribbean, Blacks comprise the racial majority group and occupy high positions
of political and cultural leadership as the majority middle class (Lynn,
2008). Consequently, Caribbean Blacks may minimize the expectation that
racial discrimination will be a significant barrier to their upward mobility
(Vickerman, 2001). Moreover, Caribbean Black youth may have diminished
awareness and expectations of encountering racial discrimination once in
the United States (Seaton et al., 2008).
In contrast, the long history of legalized racism and discrimination against
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African Americans in the United States has resulted in many African American
parents engaging in racial socialization mechanisms by which they transmit
information, values, and perspectives about race and ethnicity to their children
(Bentley-Edwards & Stevenson, 2015; Hughes et al., 2006; Rogers, 2001). As
a result, African American youth may be more keenly aware of the structural
barriers to educational and social mobility based on one’s race and racial
identity (Sanchez & Awad, 2015) and may be prepared for discriminatory
treatment when it occurs (Seaton et al., 2008).
Success in preventing or reducing adverse mental health outcomes related
to perceived discrimination for Black adolescents depends, to a large extent,
on identifying and understanding nuances in psychological processes related
to racial minority experience and the potential links to perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes. A central goal in this study was to further
understand the variability in racial identity among ethnically diverse Black
adolescents as well as the variability in their perceptions of discrimination and
mental health. Differential patterns in racial identity attitudes between African
American and Caribbean Black American youth may contribute to differences
in appraisals of racial discrimination and mental health outcomes (Waters,
1996). This knowledge can be helpful in the development of racially (and
culturally) relevant prevention and intervention efforts targeted at reducing
negative mental health outcomes because of discrimination.

racial identity
One way of understanding variability among diverse Black adolescents in their
discrimination experiences and mental health is by examining their racial
identity attitudes (Pieterse & Carter, 2010). Racial identity—defined as one’s
thoughts, perceptions, and level of investment in one’s racial group’s cultural
patterns—is now recognized as central to the normative development of ethnic
and racial minority youth (Williams, Tolan, Durkee, Francois, & Anderson,
2012). During adolescence, the process of one’s racial identity development
(i.e., one’s connection and experiences related to racial ancestry) begins to
emerge through maturing cognitive skills (e.g., abstract thinking, introspection)
and different social experiences outside of the home (e.g., peer relationships,
dating, sports teams; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014).
Racial identity theory examines the role that race and culture play in one’s
personal and social beliefs about identity in a racially constructed society in
which White privilege is dominant (Cross, 1991; Helms, 1995; Sellers, Smith,
Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998). Racial identity theory consists of varying
models and measures (for a full review of various racial identity models, see
Cokley & Chapman, 2009). The current study uses Helms’s (1995) Person
of Color (POC) Racial Identity Model, which describes the process of one’s
thoughts, perceptions, and level of investment in the cultural patterns of
one’s racial group along four statuses: conformity (denial of the salience of
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one’s race and racial group), dissonance (racial awareness, questioning, and
confusion), immersion-emersion (the active process of learning about one’s race
and culture), and internalization (integration of positive racial identity with
one’s personal identity; Helms, 1995).
Certain racial identity attitudes may have a buffering or exacerbating influence on the effects of perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes
(Pascoe & Richman, 2009). In particular, individuals who more strongly
identify with members of their race (i.e., immersion-emersion and internalization attitudes) may be protected from the negative effects of discrimination
because they are aware that discriminatory experiences are not a reflection
of personal deficits, but result from societal injustice (Lee & Ahn, 2013).
Consequently, one’s self-concept is not adversely affected when confronted
with negative stereotypes or other forms of discrimination (Pascoe & Richman, 2009). Finally, a strong connection with one’s racial group may also
provide individuals with a sense of belonging and community when they are
ostracized from other groups (Bentley-Edwards, 2014; Brondolo, ver Halen,
Pencille, Beatty, & Contrada, 2009).
On the other hand, a strong affiliation with one’s racial group is also
hypothesized to be significantly and positively linked to perceived discrimination and, consequently, psychological distress (Pascoe & Richman,
2009). That is, individuals who more strongly identify with members
of their own racial groups are more likely to perceive experiences as
discriminatory and are less likely to dismiss these same experiences. As
a result, the frequency in which one perceives discrimination may lead
to more psychological distress over time. Likewise, experiences of discrimination are more likely to lead to greater affiliation with members
of their own racial groups (Bentley-Edwards, 2014; Branscombe, Schmitt,
& Harvey, 1999).
Empirical findings using Helms’s (1995) POC Racial Identity Model have
shown conformity, dissonance, and immersion-emersion racial identity attitudes to be correlated with low self-esteem and higher levels of psychological distress among Black populations (Bianchi, Zea, Belgrave, & Echeverry,
2002; Stevenson, 1995). Conversely, internalization racial identity attitudes
were significantly correlated with positive mental health outcomes and selfesteem and a positive sense of being Black (Munford, 1994). With regard to
perceived discrimination, the results of a meta-analysis conducted by Lee and
Ahn (2013) that examined the links between racial identity, ethnic identity,
and racial socialization with diverse Black youth and adults showed that conformity (preencounter), dissonance (encounter), immersion-emersion, and
internalization racial identity attitudes were all significantly and positively
linked with perceived discrimination. However, the strength of the relations
varied by racial identity status, with immersion-emersion (r = . 29) and dissonance (encounter; r = .24) racial identity attitudes having the strongest
positive association with perceived discrimination. Only immersion-emersion,
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conformity (preencounter), and dissonance (encounter) racial identity
attitudes were significantly and positively linked to psychological distress.

purpose of the study
Given the historical and cultural differences between Caribbean Blacks and
African Americans and the preliminary research findings that showed stronger detrimental mental health outcomes for Caribbean Black youth who
perceived racial discrimination (Seaton et al., 2008, 2010), we used cluster
analyses to explore the relations between racial identity attitudes, perceived
racial discrimination, and psychological concerns in an ethnically diverse
Black adolescent sample. The use of this analytical technique allows for a
more nuanced account of within- and between-ethnic-group differences in
African American and Caribbean Black American adolescents.
With the advancement of racial identity theory, scholars have criticized using
traditional variable-centered approaches with racial identity measures (i.e.,
using summed scores and group means for each racial identity subscale) to
do group-level analyses (Helms, 1995; Whittaker & Neville, 2010). Thus far,
the majority of studies using the Black Racial Identity Attitude Scale (Helms
& Parham, 1996) have used linear regression techniques to examine the link
between individual variables (Pieterse & Carter, 2010). However, this approach
may not capture the complexity and heterogeneity of participants’ racial identity attitudes and their relationship with perceived racial discrimination and
mental and behavioral health (Whittaker & Neville, 2010). Racial identity has
been conceptualized to be a complex and multidimensional construct. For
example, although one particular racial identity attitude may be dominant
under particular circumstances or at a particular time, other attitudes are
always potentially present and, therefore, affect one’s beliefs, attitudes, cognitions, and emotions to some degree (Forsyth & Carter, 2012). Particularly for
adolescents, who are examining and developing their racial identity, various
attitudes may be present together.
More recently, in an effort to better capture the complexities of racial identity
and their relations to mental health outcomes, scholars have begun using multivariate procedures to examine an individual’s racial identity attitude scores
across different subscales, (e.g., Pieterse & Carter, 2010). For example, Pieterse
and Carter (2010) used person-centered analyses (i.e., profile/cluster analyses)
to transform standardized Black Racial Identity Attitude Scale subscale scores
into meaningful profiles as a way to know how each individual participant’s
statuses related to one another and provided a more nuanced interpretation
of differences in mental health outcomes. They found that individuals whose
profile type was identified as internalization-dominant exhibited the lowest
levels of general life stress and psychological distress and the highest levels
of psychological well-being. Thus, the practice of calculating multifaceted
racial identity profiles for research participants, rather than simply assigning
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them to the single most dominant status, exemplifies the advancement in the
measurement of this concept (Helms & Parham, 1996).
The current study makes two unique contributions to the literature on racial
identity and perceived discrimination. First, to the best of our knowledge, the
current study is the first to use cluster analytic techniques for racial identity
with an adolescent population. Specifically, the first research question examined whether the pattern of racial identity profiles varied between Caribbean
Black Americans and African Americans. Second, the study was one of the
first to examine within- and between-group differences in racial identity attitudes between Caribbean Black American and African American youth. In
particular, the second research question examined whether the racial identity
clusters differentially predicted perceived discrimination and psychological
concerns. The illumination of the complex nature of racial identity and its
relation to mental health outcomes in an ethnically diverse Black adolescent
sample will be helpful for the development of interventions when working
with these populations (Pieterse & Carter, 2010).

method
Participants
Of the 237 students approached to participate in the study, 84.8% volunteered
to complete the survey and provided written parental/guardian consent to
participate in the study. The initial sample consisted of 201 participants. Of
this original sample, 2.0% (n = 4) identified as a racial/ethnic group other
than Black and were not included in the analysis. We excluded an additional
4.0% (n = 8) of participants because their surveys contained more than 90%
of missing data (Allison, 2002). Thus, the analysis presented includes a sample
of 189 racially self-identified Black high school students (111 young women
and 78 young men). Of the participants, 59.8% (n = 113) identified as Black/
Caribbean (of which 17.5% were from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean), and
40.2% (n = 76) self-identified as Black/African American. The participants
ranged in age from 13 to 19 years (M = 15.6, SD = 1.6). For the participants’
grade level, 46.0% (n = 87) were high school freshmen, 30.2% (n = 57) were
high school sophomores, 6.9% (n = 13) were high school juniors, and 16.9%
(n = 32) were high school seniors. All of the participants indicated that they
were born in the United States. We determined socioeconomic status based on
participant enrollment addresses and eligibility for the free lunch program.
Approximately 98%–99% were considered socioeconomically disadvantaged
based on their enrollment addresses, and more than 95% were eligible for
the free lunch program.
Procedure
After obtaining approval from the university institutional review board and the
school district, we recruited participants from three urban, public high schools
290
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in the Northeast. We selected the schools in the study by means of convenience
and their large enrollment of diverse Black families. The student body across
the schools was more than 95% Black, primarily of African American and
Caribbean descent. The first author worked closely with the schools’ assistant
principal on participant recruitment and obtaining parental consent. Specifically,
the assistant principal identified specific classroom periods when participants
could be recruited, and the first author visited these classrooms to explain the
study and distribute parental consent forms. The assistant principal collected
and gave the consent forms to the first author approximately 2 weeks before
survey administration. Participants were reminded that the questionnaire was
voluntary and confidential and were then asked to sign informed assent forms.
The first author was available to read each survey question aloud for students
to ensure clarity and accuracy. We also encouraged participants to ask for assistance at any point during the survey, and we examined each questionnaire
at completion to ensure the quality of the data. The survey time ranged from
30 to 35 minutes. Because of district policy, students were not compensated for
their participation but were told that their information would be instrumental
in the enhancement of mental health for youth.
Measures
The People of Color Racial Identity Attitude Scale. The People of Color Racial Identity
Attitude Scale (POCRIAS; Helms, 1995) is a 50-item scale that is composed of
four subscales reflective of the four racial identity statuses for people of color
conceptualized by Helms (1995): Conformity, Dissonance, Immersion-Emersion,
and Internalization. The items are rated along a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Respondents obtain a score on each of
the four racial identity subscales, which are determined by calculating the mean
of each subscale’s item ratings. However, there is no total racial identity score
that is generated from this measure. Examples of items include “People of my
race should learn to think and act like Whites” (conformity), “Sometimes I am
proud of the racial group to which I belong and sometimes I am ashamed of
it” (dissonance), “I limit myself to activities involving people of my own race”
(immersion-emersion), and “People of my culture and White culture have much
to learn from each other” (internalization). The POCRIAS was chosen for its reliability with diverse ethnic minority populations (Conformity, a = .74; Dissonance,
a = .74, Immersion-Emersion, a = .86; Internalization, a = .71); construct validity was established via confirmatory factor analysis, which yielded a four-factor
solution supportive of Helms’s (1995) POC Racial Identity Model (Lo, 2004).
Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample were as follows: Conformity, a = .73;
Dissonance, a = .73; Immersion-Emersion, a = .81; and Internalization, a = .70.
The Adolescent Discrimination Distress Index. The Adolescent Discrimination Distress
Index (ADDI; Fisher et al., 2000) is a 15-item measure created to assess adolescent
distress in response to perceived instances of racially motivated discrimination in
institutional (e.g., stores, restaurants), educational (e.g., teacher evaluations), and
Journal of Multicultural
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peer (e.g., classmates, friends) contexts. After each statement, students are asked to
indicate whether they have experienced the type of discrimination because of their
race or ethnicity (yes or no). Examples of items include the following: “You were
wrongly disciplined or given after-school detention” and “Others your age did not
include you in their activities.” The resulting summary indicator consisted of the
number of different types of discrimination youth had ever experienced (range:
0–14; Caribbean Black American participants, M = 3.91, SD = 3.05; African American
participants, M = 3.90, SD = 2.82). Cronbach’s alpha for the current study was .78.
The Psychological Concerns Checklist. The Psychological Concerns Checklist (PCC)
is a 35-item self-report scale designed by Constantine, Wilton, and Caldwell (2003)
to assess respondents’ endorsement of a variety of symptoms or concerns included
on standard mental health intake forms. Examples of the symptoms or issues
included on the PCC are depression, anxiety, academic performance concerns,
relationship difficulties, and low self-esteem. Respondents are asked to indicate
whether or not they endorse the specific mental health issues included on the
checklist, and the possible range of scores for the PCC is 0 to 35. Thus, higher
scores on this measure correspond to greater endorsement of psychological
symptoms or issues. Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .87.
Demographic questionnaire. The participants also completed a demographic
questionnaire. On this questionnaire, the participants indicated their age,
gender, race, ethnicity, grade level, and generational status in the United States.

results
Preliminary Analyses
We used exploratory data analysis techniques (i.e., skewness, kurtosis) to check
the data for normality, homogeneity of variance, input errors, and outliers.
No unusual occurrences were found in the data. Sample means, standard
deviations, and Pearson product–moment correlation coefficients for study
variables are provided in Table 1.
Table 1
Correlation Coefficients, Means, and Standard Deviations
Among All Variables for Full Sample
Variable

1

1.	Perceived stress
2.	Perceived racial
discrimination
3.	Psychological concerns
4. Conformity
5. Dissonance
6. Immersion-emersion
7. Internalization

—
.20**
.52**
.17*
.24**
.08
.03

2

3

4

5

6

7

M
18.71

—
.34**
.29**
.28**
.32**
–.02

—
.24**
.34**
.19**
.09

—
.52**
.25**
–.06

—
.41**
.06

—
.05

—

SD
5.90

13.48 10.88
9.44 6.30
17.37 5.56
37.21 7.27
34.01 7.73
36.52 4.84

Note. N = 189.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Main AnalysES: Identifying Racial Identity Attitude Clusters
To determine the effect of the combination of racial identity status attitudes on
perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes, we conducted two-step
cluster analyses to create groups that capture patterns of dominant endorsement
of racial identity status. We conducted separate cluster analyses for Caribbean Black
American adolescents and African American adolescents. The two-step cluster
analysis uses both a nonhierarchical method and a hierarchical cluster analysis to
determine cluster groups. One advantage to this clustering method is that it allows
for the automatic selection of the number of clusters on the basis of statistical evaluation criteria and results in a more valid solution compared with other traditional
clustering procedures (e.g., hierarchical cluster analysis, nonhierarchical cluster
analysis; Chiu, Fang, Chen, Wang, & Jeris, 2001). To maximize this advantage, a
maximum number of clusters based on theory can also be specified. In the first
step, an algorithm similar to the k-means algorithm was performed. Based on these
results, a modified hierarchical agglomerative clustering procedure determined
the appropriate cluster solution via Bayesian information criterion (BIC; Chiu et
al., 2001). This analysis was followed by a series of analysis of variance (ANOVA)
to determine if there were significant differences between the cluster groups on
perceived discrimination and psychological concerns.
The four racial identity status attitudes were used as clustering variables and
were standardized using z scores. A maximum number of four clusters were
specified for the two-step cluster analyses based on Helms’s (1995) POC Racial
Identity Model. However, for both Caribbean Black American and African
American groups, the BIC indicated that the two-cluster solution maximized
between-cluster-group differences on the variables, providing interpretable
clusters; therefore, it was an appropriate fit for the data (see Table 2).
Table 2
Two-Step Cluster Analyses for Caribbean Black American and
African American Adolescents
Ethnic Group and Cluster
Caribbean Black American
1
2
3
4
African American
1
2
3
4

BIC

ΔBICa

Ratio of
ΔBICb

Ratio of Distance
Measuresc

349.12
321.32
325.86
341.77

–27.79
4.54
15.91

1.00
0.16
0.57

1.97
1.51
1.27

243.36
224.94
234.52
252.91

–18.41
9.57
18.39

1.00
0.52
0.99

2.11
1.54
1.25

Note. BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
a
The changes are from the previous number of clusters in the table. bThe ratios of changes are
relative to the change for the two-cluster solution. cThe ratios of distance measures are based
on the current number of clusters against the previous number of clusters.
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Cluster AnalysIs Findings for Caribbean Black
American Adolescents
Among Caribbean Black American participants, each of the cluster groups
in the two-cluster solution had an adequate number of cases for subsequent
analyses. One-way ANOVAs indicated that there were significant differences (ps < .005) between the two-cluster groups across the four clustering
variables: conformity, F(1, 112) = 90.45, p < .001; dissonance, F(1, 112)
= 115.29, p < .001; immersion-emersion, F(1, 112) = 7.03, p < .001; and
internalization, F(1, 112) = 8.27, p < .001 (see Table 3).
Cluster 1, conflicted racial identity (54.9%, n = 62; see Figure 1), was characterized by a pattern of mean racial identity status scores, with the group’s
highest mean racial identity scores on the Dissonance subscale (z = 0.64).
Mean conformity racial identity scores were also significantly higher than
sample mean scores (z = 0.61), and immersion-emersion scores were moderately higher than the sample mean scores (z = 0.22). The group’s lowest racial
identity status score was on the Internalization subscale (z = –0.24). According
to Helm’s (1995) POC Racial Identity Model, this group’s pattern of subscale
scores indicated that they were struggling with an increased anxiety related to
exposure to or awareness of race and racism (dissonance) but continued to
deny the salience of race (conformity). Because of the high dissonance and
conformity racial identity scores, we named this cluster conflicted racial identity.
Cluster 2, identity resolution (45.1%, n = 51; see Figure 1), was characterized by a pattern of low racial identity status attitude scores, with particularly
low scores on the Conformity and Dissonance subscales (z = –0.74, z = –0.78,
respectively), and below-average subscale scores on the Immersion-Emersion
subscale (z = –0.27). The group’s highest mean racial identity score was on the
Internalization subscale (z = 0.29). Thus, the higher racial identity internalization scores in combination with the low scores on racial identity conformity,
dissonance, and immersion-emersion led to the label identity resolution.
Table 3
Cluster Group Means and Standard Deviations for Racial Identity
Attitudes for Caribbean Black American (CBA) and
African American (AA) Adolescents
CBA Adolescents
People of Color Racial
Identity Attitude Scale
Conformity
Dissonance
Immersion-emersion
Internalization

AA Adolescents

Cluster 1

Cluster 2

Cluster 1

Cluster 2

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

20.53
41.83
35.12
35.46

4.86
6.02
6.60
4.34

13.23
30.77
31.62
37.97

2.79
4.64
7.42
4.94

19.95
40.53
39.23
36.15

5.62
5.29
5.84
5.29

13.00
32.47
26.03
36.89

2.22
5.34
5.49
4.42

Note. N = 189. For CBA adolescents, n = 113; for Cluster 1 (conflicted racial identity),
n = 62, and for Cluster 2 (identity resolution), n = 51. For AA adolescents, n = 76; for
Cluster 1 (emerging racial identity), n = 50, and for Cluster 2 (approaching identity
resolution), n = 26.
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=
=
=
=

Conformity
Dissonance
Immersion-emersion
Internalization

0.80 –
0.60 –

0.61 0.64

0.40 –

Mean

0.29

0.22

0.20 –

–0.24

0.00 –

–0.74 –0.78 –0.27

–0.20 –
–0.40 –
–0.60 –
–0.80 –
–1.00 –

Conflicted Racial Identity (n = 62)

Identity Resolution (n = 51)

Figure 1
Disaggregated Cluster Groups for Caribbean Black
American Adolescents
Cluster Analysis Findings for
African American Adolescents
Among African American participants, each of the cluster groups in the twocluster solution had an adequate number of cases for subsequent analyses,
and one-way ANOVAs indicated that there were significant differences (ps
< .005) between the two cluster groups across three of the four clustering
variables: conformity, F(1, 75) = 36.47, p < .001; dissonance, F(1, 75) = 39.35,
p < .001; and immersion-emersion, F(1, 75) = 90.81, p < .001. There were no
significant differences between the cluster groups on internalization, F(1, 75)
= 0.37, p = .54 (see Table 2).
Cluster 1, emerging racial identity (65.8%, n = 50; see Figure 2), was characterized by a pattern of mean racial identity status scores, with the group’s
highest mean racial identity scores on the Immersion-Emersion subscale (z =
0.53). Mean conformity and dissonance scores were also moderately higher
than the sample mean scores (z = 0.42 and z = 0.41, respectively), and the
group’s lowest racial identity status score was on the Internalization subscale
(z = –0.05). Conceptually, this group’s pattern of subscale scores indicated
that they were beginning to explore their racial identity (immersionemersion) but in superficial and insecure ways, possibly in response to their
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=
=
=
=

Conformity
Dissonance
Immersion-emersion
Internalization

0.80 –
0.60 –

0.42 0.41

0.53

0.40 –
0.20 –
–0.81 –0.79 –1.02 0.10

Mean

0.00 –
–0.20 –

–0.05

–0.40 –
–0.60 –
–0.80 –
–1.00 –
–1.20 –

Emerging Racial Identity (n = 50)

Approaching Identity Resolution (n = 26)

Figure 2
Disaggregated Cluster Groups for
African American Adolescents
increased exposure to or awareness of race and racism (dissonance) and
their denial of the importance of race (conformity; Helms, 1995). Because
immersion-emersion was the highest status for this group, we named the
cluster emerging racial identity.
Cluster 2, approaching identity resolution (34.2%, n = 26; see Figure 2),
was characterized by a pattern of low racial identity status attitude scores,
with very low scores on the Conformity, Dissonance, and ImmersionEmersion subscales (z = –0.81, z = –0.79, and z = –1.02, respectively). The
group’s highest mean racial identity scores were on the Internalization
subscale (z = 0.1). Although internalization scores were not significantly
higher than the mean scores for the emerging racial identity cluster, because of the group’s higher racial identity internalization scores relative
to their significantly lower scores on the other subscales, we named this
cluster approaching identity resolution.
Differences Between Cluster Groups on Perceived
Discrimination and Mental Health
To address the second study aim, we ran ANOVAs for Caribbean Black
Americans and African Americans, respectively, with racial identity cluster
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groups as the independent variables and with perceived discrimination and
psychological concerns as the dependent variables. Among Caribbean Black
American participants, results of the overall ANOVA reveal significant differences by cluster group for perceived discrimination, F(1, 112) = 14.23, p <
.001, and psychological concerns, F(1, 112) = 6.02, p = .02. The mean score
for perceived racial discrimination and psychological concerns for the identity
resolution group (M = 9.01, p < .001, and M = 8.14, p < .001, respectively) was
significantly lower than the conflicted racial identity group (M = 16.18, p <
.01, and M = 11.18, p < .05, respectively).
Among African American participants, results of the overall ANOVA
also revealed significant differences by racial identity group for perceived
discrimination, F(1, 75) = 7.24, p <.001, and psychological concerns, F(1,
75) = 6.11, p = .02. The mean scores for perceived racial discrimination
and psychological concerns for the approaching identity resolution group
(M = 9.65, p < .001, and M = 6.73, p < .001, respectively) was significantly
lower than the emerging racial identity group (M = 16.69, p < .01, and M
= 10.04, p < .05, respectively).

discussion
This study adds to the growing body of work on racial identity and perceived
racial discrimination by using a cluster analysis of the POCRIAS to understand
the relations between racial identity attitudes, perceived discrimination, and
mental health outcomes in an ethnically diverse Black adolescent sample.
Analyses from the current research revealed that racial identity patterns varied for both Caribbean Black American and African American adolescents.
The nuanced patterns of racial identity attitudes observed in the clusters for
Caribbean Black Americans and African Americans provided information that
helped to interpret which aspects of each racial identity cluster group contribute to differences in perceived discrimination and mental health outcomes.
Caribbean Black American Adolescents:
Conflicted Racial Identity Versus Identity Resolution
Among Caribbean Black American adolescent participants, the conflicted
racial identity group was composed of high conformity and dissonance racial
identity attitudes. Individuals with this group reported significantly higher
rates of perceived racial discrimination and psychological concerns. Caribbean Black American adolescents in this group presented with confusion
and/or anxiety over an increased awareness of the salience of race, perhaps
related to a racially salient experience (e.g., being racially profiled for being
Black, being ignored by their teacher in class), yet they maintained a strong
preference to not emphasize or associate with their race. The combination
of dissonance and conformity racial identity attitudes reflects internalized
negative racial stereotypes and miseducation about what it means to be Black
in the United States (Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & Worrell,
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2001). For example, Caribbean Black American adolescents with conflicted
racial identity profiles may present with distress because they were mistaken
as Black (specifically African American) given their skin color, hair texture,
and phenotype, and they may insist on playing down their Blackness because
being Black is associated with negative stereotypes (e.g., lazy, ugly, stupid).
Confronting race and racism is often stressful for individuals with predominantly dissonance and conformity racial identity attitudes because they lack
a clear racial identity (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014), and do not yet have the
coping mechanisms in place to buffer or deal with the effects of racism (Pascoe & Richman, 2009). These findings are, in part, consistent with previous
research that found the conformity and dissonance racial identity statuses to
be significantly predictive of negative mental health outcomes among Black
adolescents (Munford, 1994).
Conversely, Caribbean Black American adolescents with an identity resolution profile endorsed attitudes that reflect a more mature and complex racial
identity status that allows for a more flexible and objective racial worldview
(Helms, 1995). This greater sense of comfort and stability in their racial identity was linked with lower rates of perceived discrimination and psychological
concerns. A shift from pro-White attitudes to Black acceptance may include
a “shedding” of internalized racial stereotypes about one’s racial group and
that of others (e.g., Whites, Asians, Latinos; Vandiver et al., 2001). In addition,
there may be an increased awareness of Black history and culture in all of
its complexity. Thus, Caribbean Black American adolescents with an identity
resolution profile may have a greater capacity in managing stressful racial
interactions, resulting in less perceived racial discrimination and psychological concerns (Thomas, Caldwell, Faison, & Jackson, 2009).
african Americans: Emerging Racial Identity
Versus Approaching Identity Resolution
Among African American adolescents, the emerging racial identity group was
composed of predominantly immersion-emersion racial identity attitudes and,
to a lesser extent, conformity and dissonance attitudes. African American adolescents endorsing an emerging racial identity profile reported higher scores
than the approaching identity resolution group on perceived discrimination
and psychological concerns. African American adolescents in this group were
experiencing a strong but possibly reactive sense of connection with their racial
group. For example, an African American adolescent with an emerging racial
identity profile may make public declarations of Black pride and may also
express overt frustration or concerns with the injustices that Black youth face
(e.g., mistreatment by teachers, the police, and other peers). However, the
sense of Black pride may be short lived because individuals with this profile
have not yet fully internalized a positive racial identity. This coupled with the
presence of dissonance and conformity racial identity attitudes also suggests
that adolescents in this profile group were also struggling with internalized

298

Journal of Multicultural

Counseling and Development • October 2016 • Vol. 44

racism and racial anxiety, which may cause them to avoid exploring and thinking about race in more complex ways. Given the absence of an internalized
racial identity, high conformity, dissonance, and immersion-emersion racial
identity statuses have been correlated with decreased mental health, higher
rates of anxiety, low self-esteem, and negative problem appraisal in African
American adolescents (Munford, 1994; Neville, Heppner, & Wang, 1997).
For the current African American adolescent sample, dichotomous, reactive
thinking about their racial group membership, the denial of the importance
of race, and an extremely heightened awareness of racism were associated
with greater perceived discrimination and psychological concerns.
The approaching identity resolution group had significantly lower scores
on conformity, dissonance, and immersion-emersion racial identity attitudes,
and their highest score was on the Internalization subscale. Similar to the
identity resolution profile for Caribbean Black American adolescents, this
particular group may be working toward internalizing a positive Black racial
identity as they move away from less developed racial identity statuses. This
transition may include a move toward a more flexible and objective racial
worldview and the ability to manage stressful racial interactions, resulting in
less perceived racial discrimination and psychological concerns.
Overall, for both Caribbean Black American and African American participants, the less mature racial identity clusters, conflicted racial identity and
emerging racial identity, were composed of a blend of dissonance, conformity,
and immersion-emersion statuses, which were significantly related to perceived
discrimination and psychological concerns compared with the identity resolution and approaching identity resolution clusters. These findings provide some
support for Helms’s (1995) POC Racial Identity Model, because, in our study,
less developed racial identity attitudes were inversely related to psychological
well-being, and internalization racial identity attitudes protected against the
negative effects of perceived racial discrimination, at least for the Caribbean
Black American students. Moreover, the variability in predominant racial identity statuses expressed for the conflicted racial identity (i.e., dissonance and
conformity) and emerging racial identity groups (i.e., immersion-emersion)
for Caribbean Black American and African American participants suggests
subtle ethnic group differences in racial identity development that may be
based on differences in migrant history.
The racial identity development of adolescents is greatly influenced by
the racial (and ethnic) self-identifications that are developed in childhood,
which is greatly shaped by one’s family (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). For
Caribbean Black American adolescents, the predominant manifestation of
dissonance and conformity attitudes in the first cluster suggests that race
may not have been strongly emphasized and perhaps one’s ethnic identity
has been more strongly emphasized in one’s family (Hunter, 2008; Waters,
1996). For African American participants, the predominant manifestation
of immersion-emersion racial identity attitudes suggests that the salience of
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race and the mistreatment of African Americans may have been emphasized
in one’s family. However, among both ethnic groups, the identity resolution
and approaching identity resolution profiles suggest that adolescents with
these profiles share an understanding of a common racial group membership with other Black ethnic groups and have internalized a positive racial
identity that is significantly related to better mental health outcomes.

limitations
The results of the current study must be interpreted in the context of a few
limitations. This study was correlational, and the statistical analyses used to
explore the relations between racial identity, perceived racial discrimination, and mental and behavioral outcomes did not establish causation. The
majority of students in this sample were living and attending school in poor
and working-class Black (and Latino) inner-city neighborhoods. Thus, the
results may not generalize to middle-class adolescents or those living in suburban or rural areas where Black students are the minority. However, these
findings are important in that the majority of research about racial identity
and discrimination does not address the experiences of ethnically diverse
Black adolescents in urban high schools with a predominantly racial minority
population (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004).

implications for
mental health practitioners
The results of this study have important implications for psychologists and
mental health counselors working with ethnically diverse Black adolescents
in school and community settings. First, they should be aware of the different ways in which racial identity is an important internal resource that can
influence how Caribbean Black American and African American adolescents
experience racial incidents as well as its mental health consequences (Forsyth
& Carter, 2012). Practitioners and counselors should be competent at engaging adolescents in discussions about their racial identity and experiences with
racial discrimination and be comfortable exploring the emotional impact of
these experiences (Forsyth & Carter, 2012).
In particular, Caribbean Black American adolescents with a predominantly
conflicted racial identity profile will likely benefit from validation and support
around identifying and coming to terms with the influence of race and racism
in their lives. Their racial identity development has been shaped, in part, by
that of their immigrant parents and family, who may have varying interpretations of race based on the divergent ideologies of race of their home countries (Waters, 1996). Throughout the Caribbean, racial categories are more
fluid and permeable, and privilege and access to upward mobility are more
easily accessible to Blacks who comprise the majority racial group (Benson,
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2006; Hunter, 2008; Waters, 1996). However, longer time spent in the United
States has been correlated with shifts in racial identity ideologies, particularly
among second-generation Caribbeans (Hall & Carter, 2006). Thus, affirming
Caribbean Black American adolescents’ racial identity as well as their ethnic
identity may lead to more adaptive coping and a buffer against the negative
effects of racial discrimination (Thomas et al., 2009).
African American adolescents with predominantly emerging racial identity
profiles would benefit from exploring more flexible ways of negotiating racial
events and processing intense experiences and emotions about their past and
current relationships with their racially similar and different peers, teachers,
and the larger society in general (Forsyth & Carter, 2012). Academic and
support programming should emphasize positive racial identification and
the use of better coping strategies that reduce the negative psychological
impact of perceived discrimination. However, Benner and Graham (2013)
cautioned that for minority youth, altering heightened racial awareness
(an expression of the immersion-emersion racial identity status) regarding
discrimination may not be sufficient to protect against negative mental
health outcomes because the knowledge that one’s racial group is treated
poorly by others can be a protective factor. However, affirming a positive
racial identity in both Caribbean Black American and African American
adolescents can serve as a compensatory factor against perceived racial
discrimination (Thomas et al., 2009).
Finally, mental health practitioners who are committed to the promotion
of Black adolescents’ socioemotional well-being and mental health should
focus not only on the individual but also on the sources of discrimination,
including potential teacher bias and peer group processes that may lead to
discriminatory treatment (Jussim & Harber, 2005). Thus, interventions are
needed to educate teachers, administrator, school security, and other adult
authority figures about the negative effects of discrimination on diverse Black
youth (Benner & Graham, 2013).
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